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Organizations of agricultural producers incorporated in the National Campesino Board (Mesa
Nacional Campesina) are pressuring the Costa Rican government for legislation to protect them
from economic extinction under the onslaught of foreign competition. Their concerns were recently
backed by a group of researchers, who concluded that Costa Rican agriculture faces ruin if the
smaller producers do not receive training and assistance to meet the challenge of free trade.
Under the government's structural adjustment program, small producers were encouraged to switch
from staples to nontraditional export crops as tariff protections were reduced. However, few had
access to the necessary technology and credit. With bankruptcies and farm foreclosures on the rise
in 1995, producer organizations wrung promises from the government of financial and other forms
of assistance, but most of the initiatives to help agriculture have been held up in the Legislative
Assembly. In September, 3,000 growers belonging to the Mesa Nacional held a march through
the capital, culminating in a demonstration in front of the presidential residence protesting the
administration's agricultural policies. Guido Vargas, a Mesa Nacional leader, said that President
Jose Maria Figueres's administration has not followed through on promises to improve access to
credit, repair access roads, and lower import taxes on agricultural inputs.
The administration appears to be uncertain about how to respond to the protests. Minister of
Agriculture Ricardo Garron agrees that the trade opening is liquidating many producers. "You can't
have the opening without controls because, as has been shown, a few importers of products such
as potatoes and onions threaten to eliminate hundreds of small and medium- size producers," said
Garron. He said it was a mistake to begin the trade opening without simultaneously modernizing
the agricultural sector, and he cited Mexico as an example of what may lie ahead for Costa Rica.
"Mexico now realizes that the price of the opening is social disorder of such magnitude as to cause a
guerrilla movement," he said.
While the president has made no move to back away from his economic program, initiatives have
gone forward to provide seeds to growers and to restrict imports of some basic-food commodities.
In July, the government offered to prepare a major agricultural-reform bill (ley de reconversion
agricola) providing for a return to policies guaranteeing self- sufficiency in agriculture. Part of the
US$23 million plan would improve financial assistance and help producers organize marketing
companies that would give them more control over commodity prices and eliminate intermediaries.
The plan is aimed primarily at helping producers of beans and other basic food crops, who have
been among the hardest hit by imports. The bill is still under consideration in the Assembly. But
Mesa Nacional leaders do not see the reconversion plan as a complete solution to the problem
of ruinous competition. In October, a group of researchers from the University of Costa Rica and
the National University reported that thousands of producers face liquidation because of the
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trade opening and need a plan that also emphasizes educating and organizing small producers to
influence government policy. The study, sponsored by the German Friedreich Ebert Foundation,
concluded that production of fresh vegetables, basic grains, potatoes, and onions has declined
precipitously in recent years. Consumers now depend on imports for much of the beans and rice
they buy and most of the corn. "Costa Rica imports 45% of the rice it consumes, which is absurd for
a country that has the capacity to produce enough to meet its needs and to export," said the project's
director, sociologist Mario Fernandez Arias.
According to Arias and co-researcher Rocio Chavez, the imports have discouraged smaller
producers from competing in the domestic market because of disincentives built into the
government's neoliberal economic policies of the past decade. The researchers say that the trade
opening has left the producers without the "capacity, resources, or knowledge" to confront foreign
competition. "The government's insistence on a rapid elimination of all trade protection has caused
the producers to adopt a fatalistic attitude, making them believe that there are no alternatives to the
globalization process and the way it is being carried out," said Chavez.
On the contrary, the existing international trade agreements permit states to protect small
producers. But instead of a gradual movement toward free trade during which time tariff protection
of up to 55% is permissible for many basic agricultural products, the government has lowered
tariffs to a maximum of only 15%. The researchers offered seminars in October for the campesino
organizations to teach them about the globalization process and how to confront it. "If nothing is
done, the opening for imports will annihilate national production," said Chavez. "Producers must be
organized and bring pressure to bear on economic policy- makers." [Sources: La Nacion, 07/23/96;
Agence France-Presse, 07/23/96, 09/16/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 05/30/96,
10/24/96; Inter Press Service, 10/25/96]
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